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Daniel Wieten

When Bliss Bleeds into Tragedy
My recollections of the house on Brewer St. are mostly rooted
in terror, interspersed with bits and pieces of neighborhood
shenanigans with my best friend at the time, Cindy. She and I used
to play “Shifter,” consisting of puncturing the grass speckled dirt
in my front yard with small twigs and pretending the stick was a
gear shift, spitting in the air with our tiny tongues and lips and
mocking the sounds of our parents’ cars. Cindy lived right down
the road, and I spent many after school dinners with her and her
family. One evening at the age of six, I headed home from her house
to find an ambulance and fire truck parked in my driveway, their
flashers piercing the night sky and sirens wailing. Paramedics hauled
my mother out on a stretcher as my eyes began to well up and a
shockwave of panic exploded in my heart. Suddenly, my tears tasted
different—no longer attached to elbow scrapes on the pavement,
early bed times, or Cindy’s curfew—but born from a bitter awareness
that things were not as they seemed. My father held me close, and
I sunk my face into the comfort of his flannel shirt, fresh with the
metallic and oily aroma of a journeyman’s day of work. The only word
I could whimper was “Why?” to which he fabricated, “She took the
wrong medication.” My father and the rest of my family took great
pains to protect my nine year old brother, Steven, and me from the
ugly truth of this incident, and of her addiction.
The pressures of motherhood, marriage, and the emotional scars
from my abusive grandfather anchored my mother to the far end
of our couch, where she sipped on endless cups of Maxwell House,
reading gaudy, Harlequin romance novels, watching Phil Donahue,
and smoking a pack and a half of Marlboro Lights a day. At the age
of nine, I remember cracking my bedroom door to see her sitting in
her usual position: feet under her legs, her mouth gaping open and
slivery eyes dead and glazed over, elbow propped on the couch arm,
and a cigarette dangling from her bony fingers as a two inch ash
threatened to burn another hole in the furniture. She preferred me
to make her coffee when her cup ran empty because I made it just
right, to which I obliged with contempt: two spoonfuls of powdered
creamer, two spoonfuls of sugar. As I write this I am finishing
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my third cup of coffee, made the same way, after starting my day
watching Dr. Phil.
My father spent the majority of his time at work, waking every
morning at 5:00am and returning home at 6:00pm as we carefully
placed eggshells around his every move. He expected dinner and
peace and quiet, and my mother did her best to deliver. We sat
around the television as we ate, watching A Current Affair and
Dateline and listening to him piss and moan about his foreman. On
payday (Friday) he gathered us into the Ford Ranger to rent movies
and Nintendo games and pick up Kentucky Fried Chicken or Little
Caesar’s pizza, my brother and I facing each other in the stuffy cab
seats, pondering with excitement about whether to rent Double
Dragon or Castlevania. My father scowled and complained the
majority of the time, but he loved to spoil us when possible, his green
eyes lighting up behind big silver rimmed glasses, stroking his salt
and pepper beard or rubbing his balding head as we praised our gifts.
My brother and I developed aggressiveness toward my mother
as the picture of her afflictions came into focus. My father sent her,
Steven, and me to a polite and jovial psychiatrist, named Dr. Amer,
to work through the strained and hostile family dynamics. He often
shared his heritage with us, thumbing through photo albums from
Egypt and talking to us about the pyramids and King Tut. Our
sessions always started this way, and eventually darkened as he tucked
the history books away and probed our inner fears and anxieties,
staring at the three of us with his bulging brown eyes, awaiting a
response or reaction. My mother sat across from us, her silky and
thin brown hair bowed over her round cheeks, teddy bear eyes welled
up, helpless to understand our hostility toward her. My father’s job
consumed him, but sometimes Dr. Amer asked him to attend, to
which he would sit with his arms crossed, his signature scowl painted
on his face, saying little to nothing. To assist with therapy, Dr. Amer
prescribed my mother anti-anxiety medication and prescribed me to
treat her well. I left his office in confusion, my emotional tool belt
still empty.
I expressed my aggressiveness toward my mother through
violence and emotional abuse. I never hit her, but I often told her
I hated her, or threw things and screamed. Around age eight, I sat
next to her on the couch as we watched TV during dinner. I finished
eating before her, and she politely asked if I was still hungry and
offered me some of her spaghetti. I yelled “No!” and knocked the
plate out of her hand, spilling noodles and sauce all over her lap. As
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I sit here replaying the episode in my head, my lips begin to tremble.
I do not feel good about the way I treated her. My brother expressed
his hostility similarly, sometimes yelling at her or just ignoring her.
Steven rebelled as a teenager, getting into fights, smoking pot,
drinking, and having sex. He labored to include me in the festivities,
and at the ripe age of eleven invited me along to his friend Robert’s
house for a party. I stood there motionless, unsure of what to say or
do until he stuffed a damp plastic cup of piss yellow liquid in my
hand. “Drink it,” he said, grinning. I sipped with caution, a stale
and earthy flavor assaulting my tongue, calling to mind fermented
Band-Aid juice strained through wheat bread. I fought to contain
my revulsion but my jowls tightened themselves. Steven looked on in
disappointment.
“You’re a Wieten, this is what we do,” he said, unrolling the
sleeve of his 'Good Guys Wear Black' T-shirt and revealing a pack of
Marlboro Reds. His mullet blew in the wind with glory as he lit his
cigarette. I longed for that edge.
Mom and Dad camped at our trailer up north often, and Steven
and his friends polluted our kitchen with pot smoke on most of
those occasions. At the age of twelve, I sat at the table with them
one night, awaiting my turn for the joint to pass. With one mild
toke I transcended into a purgatory I wanted instant escape from. I
lay in my bed for hours after that, praying to come down. After this
incident I promised myself I would never be like my brother or my
mother.
My parents divorced in the summer of 1995, only months after
I graduated. My mother logged an abundance of hours chatting
with people on the internet, leading to her decision to steal money
from my father’s checking account to fly to Pennsylvania to meet
a mysterious man. I passed it off like a relief, but seeing the firm
foundation I thought I knew break into pieces paralyzed me with a
nauseous anxiety. I dyed my elbow length hair black, wore the most
offensive death metal shirts possible, and poured my frustration into
my guitar, practicing for hours. My father moved in with my great
grandmother, and left the home to my mother and me. Steven started
a family with my classmate, Janine, a year prior to the divorce. I felt
abandoned and betrayed by my family.
I changed dramatically in the ensuing years, cooped up with my
mother. I started my first job at Meijer right out of high school, and
attended Muskegon Community College the following fall. Working
with people from many different walks of life helped me to open my
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mind, and I made friends with people I never imagined hanging out
with growing up. I cut my hair, came out as a homosexual, and began
to party. I often brought friends over to drink and cookout with me,
and my mother never seemed to mind. We opened up to each other
during this time, as we both fought to make changes in our lives.
I eventually quit Meijer to work at Johnson Controls in Holland,
which paid much better. She desperately wanted my father back, and
worked on changing things like keeping a clean house and looking
presentable. Both of us worked on surface areas, oblivious to the need
to work from the inside out. Neither of us had the tools to change
our spiritual and emotional character defects.
After four years apart my father decided to give my mother
another chance and they remarried in the summer of 2000. He
moved us into a new house, and I continued to sponge off his
income, converting the basement into a bedroom and band practice
space. My mother fought to play the wife role, my father rationing
her meds while she immersed the kitchen with meaty aromas and
the sound of simmering greens. I bounced between temporary
second shift factory jobs, and one evening I arrived home from
work to find her pointing at the air in front of her, wide eyed and
babbling about invisible things. My heart raced and I clenched my
fists. I grabbed her purse on the floor next to her and sifted through
receipts, candy wrappers, and empty cigarette packs until I found her
tiny gold pill case. She remained clueless and prattling on, “Dome!
Look at the dome!” jabbing her finger at nothing. I pocketed the
case, and retreated to the basement to go to sleep, leaving her to her
hallucinatory fantasy world.
Hours later I woke in the middle of the night to her hovering
over me, sober as a judge, penetrating my gaze with a terrifying
intensity. “Where are my pills,” she said.
My heart sank as I clenched the gold case hard in my hand.
“What was wrong with you earlier?” I asked. “I’m not giving these
back if you’re gonna be like that.”
She continued to stare, her expression blank. “I won’t. Just give
them to me,” she said.
I revealed them from under my blanket and handed them to her.
She returned upstairs and I tumbled the evening’s events in my brain
until I exhausted myself to sleep.
My mother’s health deteriorated as the years of abuse on her
body caught up. Her doctor prescribed Oxycontin—one of the most
lethal and problematic narcotic painkillers in the country—for back
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pain. She fought withdrawal hard, her bedridden days and constant
trips to the toilet baffling me. I knew nothing about opiate addiction.
I developed quite the drinking problem by this point, familiarizing
myself with hangovers, but nothing at this level. My father put his
foot down, interrogating her physician and demanding he take her
off the Oxycontin. He informed my father about the nature of the
medication, the dangers of going cold turkey, and that assistance with
Methadone was necessary. Ironically, Methadone is a highly addictive
synthetic opiate originally formulated to wean addicts off heroin.
Curiosity and boredom struck me a few years after that, and
one day I feigned a toothache, knowing my mother carried an
arsenal of goodies. I politely asked her if she could help me, to
which she exclaimed, “Well, the only thing I have is super strong. I
don’t think I should give you these.” I poked and prodded until she
gave in, and that day I tried my first Methadone. The slow onset
of the medication led me to complain to her that I felt no relief,
to which she gave me another. She suggested I lay in her and my
father’s room to relax and watch television and let the medication
work. After awhile my muscles loosened and my anxieties drifted.
The opiate angels descended from the heavens and cloaked me in a
numbness blanket. I felt nothing, and it was great. I stood to retreat
to the basement, a wave of dizziness washing over me. Sweat beaded
off my skin as the room spun. I stepped into the garage and out
to the backyard for some fresh air as a wave of nausea rushed over
me. I heaved loudly as the opiate angels exorcised the last bits of
sustenance and sanity from my body.
My band arrived soon after for a photo session, and as my
mother fastened my tie she stopped, noticing my ghastly white face
and heavy eyelids. “You’re flying, huh?” she said, a wide grin plastered
across her face.
“Yeah,” I said.
My mother and I descended into a quicksand of addicted
codependency from this day forth. She shared her prescriptions
with me; depleting them days, sometimes weeks early. She and I
longed for the day of her next doctor appointment, since he required
a visit for a new prescription. Soon I took it upon myself to find a
connection to keep us well when she ran out, and settled on an old
friend from the music scene. My father caught on, his caretaking
tendencies shifting into overdrive, weak to the magnetic pull of our
sickness. He ended up in the driver’s seat on many drug runs, and
sometimes I brought my dealer along.
67

One particular evening on the trip back from a run to North
Muskegon, my father laid out mine and my mother’s future. “You
never see an old junkie,” he said, flicking his Marlboro light out the
crack of the window in his Chevy S-10.
My dealer sat to my right, reeking of tequila from the night prior,
my $75 tucked neatly in his pants pocket. I sat sandwiched between
them, paralyzed by my father’s words, dodging the gear shift as he
moved it. “Your mother won’t be around much longer, Steven,” he
continued. “At the rate you’re going you’ll end up just like her.”
I rationalized the differences between her and I, but deep down
I felt the truth of his warning. We dropped my dealer off and I sifted
through the cigarette pack cellophane for my father’s two pills as
he drove us home. I envied him for his ability to stash them in his
pocket, merely taking them for pleasure when the mood struck him.
I needed the drug to prevent sickness, and I sometimes used this
rationale to cop them from him when I ran out.
Opiate addiction embodies pain. It seeps into your bones,
draining you of the will to live for anything except the drug and
imprisoning you in deep physical and psychological dependency. My
mother and I continued our behavior over the ensuing years, but her
health deteriorated rapidly as she consumed mass quantities of the
five or so narcotics prescribed to her. Years of heavy cigarette smoking
caught up with her, and by 2007, she developed pulmonary fibrosis.
Eventually, we moved a bed into the living room for her, and hospice
visited once a week to tend to her disease. My father repeatedly
reminded me about her numbered days, but my numbness prevented
me from preparing myself or processing those feelings.
On the morning of December 30, 2007, I woke up at 8:00am
to get my mother her usual glass of Pepsi and receive my daily dose
of methadone. I sat her drink on the bed tray in front of her and
watched her lifeless chest, waiting for it to rise. I grabbed her hand,
shivering as I felt the cold and doughy flesh. My knees buckled,
and I began to panic. An orange pill bottle sat under her arm to her
right with a single 10mg methadone pill inside. I grabbed the bottle
and put it in my pocket, and then I began to weep. Shuffling to my
father’s room, I tried reasoning the best possible way to tell him
about her passing in those few seconds, opening his door and waking
him with the simple phrase, “Mom’s dead.”
“You’re kidding me,” he said, propping himself out of bed. He
followed me into the living room and grabbed her hand, feeling her
cool palms, sinking his salt and pepper beard into his chest.
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Seeing this, I folded my arms across my chest and hugged myself,
unable to hold back the waterfall of tears. My father: the scowling,
hard as nails, conservative man, reached out and held me close. I
buried my face in his shirtless chest, slightly missing the pacemaker
embedded in his skin.
My bottom deepened so far by that point that the self-centered
nature of my disease governed every aspect of my life. I didn’t tell my
father or anyone about taking the pill bottle, and for the following six
months I masked the shame I felt with every drop of alcohol, every
pill, every line, every lie, every theft, and every cheat I could muster
until none of my friends or family could stand having me around.
My father refused to enable me any longer, my band fired me, and
my dealers only kept me around for my money until I became so
desperate asking for handouts that they abandoned me too. I had to
save myself.
On May 27, 2008, I checked myself into Jim Gilmore Jr.
Treatment Facility in Kalamazoo, MI. I spent five days in detox,
sweating out the last drops of methadone, adderall, klonopin,
and alcohol I had in my system into the cold, papery bed sheets.
Eventually, I made it to the residential wing, sharing a room with a
twenty-four year old baseball fan named Joel. We shared cigarettes
and war stories, laughing about mishaps during our using, and
tried our best not to glamorize the good times. They kept us on a
rigorous schedule, knocking on our doors at 6:00am with a tray of
medications and small paper cups full of water. I spent seven days in
residential.
“Wieten,” the nurse said, cracking the door. The fluorescent
hallway lights penetrated our room like paralyzed lightning. “Today’s
your last dose,” she continued.
I shuffled to the door, head pounding and eager for the tiny and
rectangular white pill. Subutex is a synthetic opiate with no addictive
properties used to wean addicts off methadone; a Band-Aid on a
Band-Aid.
“Thank you,” I said, and made my way to the cafeteria for my
usual breakfast: Raisin Bran, decaffeinated coffee, and toast.
My counselor, Jim, played guitar and had a band, and we related
on many things. During our last session, he set out an aftercare
treatment plan for me, and we discussed the things I would need
to work hardest on. He reminded me of the significance of my late
mother in my addiction, his brown eyes focused intently on me
through round rimmed glasses.
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“It’s gonna take some work. Recovery doesn’t happen by
osmosis,” he said, tucking his graying hair neatly behind his ears and
stroking his beard. He resembled an Indian Jim Morrison.
I nodded with reassurance and awaited his next words.
“Where do you see yourself in five years?” he continued.
I pondered for a second, looking around the room. Pictures of his
family lined the front of his desk in collage frames. Scattered images
of his band performing lined the wall to his side, surrounding his
university degrees. A vintage Fender Stratocaster sat in an A-frame
guitar stand. Files and medical dictionaries lined bookcases, a
wooden coat rack stood by the door. And there was Jim, sitting in
front of me smiling, clean for seventeen years and seemingly content.
He had what I desired most.
“I just want to be okay with myself.”
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